This study sought to explore the role of language learning strategies (LLSs) in Iran as an EFL context. The major objective was to find out the strategy use of Iranian EFL learners and the possible influence of their educational level and gender on their reported strategy use. Ninety-seven EFL undergraduates studying at Payame Noor University of Guilan participated in the study. A self-reported inventory, Strategy Inventory for Language Learning, was used to determine the participants' perceived strategy use. The findings revealed that the participating EFL learners were medium strategy users irrespective of their gender and educational level. The reported LLSs which had the highest frequency were metacognitive, compensation, social, and cognitive strategies respectively. Memory and affective strategies were found to be the least frequent ones. The results of the ANOVA indicated that the differences between the educational levels were significant for metacognitive strategy use only. Except for the observed difference between sophomores and juniors, the differences between sophomores and seniors and juniors and seniors were statistically significant. Furthermore, gender differences were not found to be statistically significant. The results of the study highlight the significance of LLSs and also confirm that educational level is a determining factor in strategy use.
Introduction
The 'good language learner' studies pioneered by Rubin (1975) originated the impetus for exploring the function and role of language learning strategies (LLSs) more extensively. In addition, the emergence of language teaching methods such as Learning Strategy Training which focused on instructing the language learners to employ strategies in their learning highlighted the significance of LLSs. Since then, there has been a growing interest in discovering the effective and productive learning strategies. The explosion of interest in learning strategies over the last three decades or so can be identified in the seminal works of scholars such as Oxford (1990) and O'Malley and Chamot (1990) who contributed to the growth of this interest significantly. Burgeoning attention paid to LLSs and the factors that influence their use in recent years is the result of the view that regards learning as a process and the role of the teacher as the facilitator of that process. This is the consequence of the shift of focus from product-oriented view to process-oriented view to language instruction in recent decades.
There is now a paucity of research examining EFL learners' preferred strategy use. The present study is an attempt to explore male and female EFL learners' perceived use of LLSs across various educational levels. The growing corpus of literature in this area continues to capture attention; however, there is little solid knowledge concerning the role of strategy use in EFL contexts. A lingering question is whether or not strategy use relates to one's educational level and gender. A pertinent factor relates to the role of context as a potentially determining factor, the role of which should be taken into consideration.
both. In the former case, it is observable, and the latter case reveals that it is difficult to be observed.
LLSs have been analyzed in different ways. For example, Rubin (1975) and Stern (1975) used observation to analyze the strategies. O'Malley and Chamot (1990) utilized first language categories while Oxford's (1990) classification of LLSs is a multi-source one which draws on various factors. Chamot and El-Dinary (1999) and Chamot et al. (1996) also employed think-aloud protocol to analyze learning strategies. Oxford (1990) defined LLSs as "operations employed by the learner to aid the acquisition, storage, retrieval, and use of information " (p. 8) . O'Malley and Chamot (1990) also defined them as the skills that are acquired as declarative knowledge which would subsequently become procedural as a result of extensive practice. O'Malley and Chamot (1990) classified LLSs into three types: metacognitive (knowing about learning and controlling learning through planning, monitoring and evaluating learning activity), cognitive (manipulation or transformation of the material to be learned) and social/affective (involving the learner in communicative interaction with another person, for example, collaboration with peers and teachers in the learning process). Oxford (1990) divided the LLSs into two broad categories of direct and indirect dichotomy. Direct learning strategies consist of memory (creating mental linkages, applying images and sounds, reviewing well, and employing action), cognitive (practicing, receiving and sending messages, analyzing and reasoning, and creating structure for input and output) and compensation strategies (guessing intelligently and overcoming limitations in speaking and writing). Indirect strategies consist of metacognitive (centering, arranging and planning, and evaluating your learning), affective (lowering your anxiety, encouraging yourself, and taking your emotional temperature), and social strategies (asking questions, cooperating with others, and empathizing with others).
Statement of the problem
Having a better understanding of the role of LLSs requires an examination of the role of the potential variables which are associated with them in one way or another. To develop a more comprehensive view towards the role and influence of LLSs, the interrelationships of strategies with learner factors such as gender and educational level need to be established. In fact, the role of context is usually ignored in many relevant studies and the findings are overgeneralized to other contexts to make universal claims. This study seeks to investigate the role of LLSs in Iran as an EFL context. The study aims at examining how Iranian EFL learners use LLSs and whether or not the reported use is affected by their educational level and gender.
Significance of the study
Investigating the use of LLSs will allow us to make more informed decisions concerning how they should be taught in language classes. In fact, a preliminary step in any educational planning is gaining accurate information with regard to the present situation. Studies on LLSs will make the planning stage more flexible to incorporate the learners' characteristics into consideration prior to the implementation stage.
There is currently a paucity of research concerning the role of LLSs in various contexts. The majority of studies conducted so far are limited to ESL context. In fact, the results obtained from studies in ESL context might not be necessarily similar to those conducted in EFL ones. Moreover, previous studies are predominantly concerned with the role of these strategies and have not sought to investigate their relationship to other variables such as instructional level and gender. There is a need to increase our understanding of how the perceived use of LLSs is related to educational level and gender of EFL learners. As such, we will be able to tailor our strategy instruction to males and females at different levels in order to enhance the quality and effectiveness of language instruction.
Objectives of the study
The major objective of the study is to shed light on the role of LLSs in Payame Noor University of Guilan as an EFL context. The role of educational level and gender are also taken into consideration as moderator variables. In other words, the study aims at determining how students at Payame Noor University of Guilan as a specific setting where the study was carried out employ LLSs. In addition, another objective is to determine if the strategy use varies across various educational levels.
Literature Review
Numerous studies have shown the significance of LLSs in making language learning more efficient (Wenden & Rubin, 1987; O'Malley and Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1996; Cohen, 1998) . In what follows, the major studies are reviewed in chronological order. Mochizuki (1999) carried out a study in a state-run university in central Japan. The objectives of the study were to determine the type of strategies that Japanese university students use and the factors that influence their choice of strategies. The participants of the study were 44 second-year students and 113 first-year students in 1996. The findings of the study revealed that Japanese university students use compensation strategies most often. Affective strategies were found to be the least frequently used ones. Most proficient students used cognitive and metacognitive strategies more frequently than less proficient ones. The study also found that choice of strategies was influenced by factors such as major, motivation and gender of the participants. Riazi and Rahimi (2005) investigated Iranian EFL learners' perceived use of LLSs based on Oxford's (1990) classification which consists of the six strategy categories (memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective, and social). Two hundred and twenty female and male English major university students took part in this study. The results of the study revealed that Iranian EFL learners were medium strategy users overall. However, metacognitive strategies were used with a high frequency. For cognitive, compensation, and affective strategies, a medium frequency was reported and memory and social strategies were found to be of low frequency.
Hong- Nam and Leavell (2006) investigated the LLS use of 55 ESL students who enrolled in a college Intensive English Program (IEP). The relationship between LLS use and second language proficiency was also examined in this study with a focus on differences in strategy use across gender and nationality. The IEP is in fact "a language learning institute for pre-admissions university ESL students, and is an important step in developing not only students' basic Interpersonal Communications Skills (BICS), but more importantly their Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP)" (p. 399). The participants had differing cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Oxford's (1990) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) was utilized to collect the data. A curvilinear relationship between strategy use and English proficiency was found. The findings revealed that students in the intermediate level used learning strategies more than beginning and advanced levels. More strategic learners were found to advance along the proficiency continuum faster than less strategic language learners. The researchers also found that the participants preferred using metacognitive strategies most whereas the use of affective and memory strategies were found to be the least. As for the gender differences, females preferred to employ affective and social strategies more frequently than their male counterparts. Lau (2006) sought to investigate the differences between Chinese good and poor readers concerning their strategy use. The participants of the study were eight grade 7 students in Hong Kong, four good readers and four poor readers. The participants received a think-aloud task and an interview. The findings revealed that Chinese good readers utilized more strategies and had better ability and awareness of strategy use than did poor readers who participated in this study. The poor readers had poorer intrinsic motivation than the good readers in addition to the cognitive deficiencies. They were unwilling to process the text at a deeper level due to the combined problems of poor reading ability and motivation and they simply gave up when they encountered reading difficulties.
Zhang and Goh (2006) investigated 278 Singaporean students' knowledge and use of 40 listening and speaking strategies, and the correlation between these two factors. Use-focused and form-focused learning strategies, comprehension strategies and communication strategies were distinguished in this study. The results of the study showed that the participants believed in the usefulness of all four groups of strategies under investigation. However, they seemed more frequently to use use-focused strategies. Half of the participants considered thirty two strategies as useful whereas only 13 strategies were reported as used frequently. This discrepancy indicated that the participating students were aware of the usefulness of the strategies. However, they could not be considered as conscious and confident strategy users. A need was felt to increase their repertoire of strategies. Perceptions of the usefulness and perceived use of the strategies were positively correlated. Riazi (2007) examined the patterns of language learning strategy use among 120 female Arabic-speaking students majoring in English at a university in Qatar. To tap the perceived strategy use, the SILL (ESL/EFL Student Version) was utilized. The findings of the study revealed that Arab EFL learners tended to be medium strategy users bordering on high strategy users. The order of reported strategy categories was metacognitive, cognitive, compensation, social, memory and affective strategies respectively. In addition, the findings indicated that freshmen were the highest rate of strategy users. Except for compensation strategies, no significant difference was found among four educational levels with regard to the use of strategy categories. Jinag and Smith (2009) indicated that a better understanding of Chinese learners' strategy use could be obtained through accessing their own voices, and by analyzing the findings with respect to historical context. This study was an interview-based one which examined the strategy use of 13 English language learners from three generations of learning experience. The analysis of the findings confirmed that memorization could be considered as a popular learning strategy for these learners. However, the application of this learning strategy was argued to be complex and diverse "while change as well as continuity emerges from an overall comparison of different generations' learning strategy use" (p. 286). The researchers argued that language policy and related pedagogy might exert significant influences. Lai (2009) examined LLSs used by 418 EFL learners in Taiwan to determine the relationships between LLS use and the patterns of strategy use based on language proficiency. The most frequently used strategies were compensation strategies and affective strategies were the least frequent strategies. The most frequently used individual strategies consisted of guessing intelligently and overcoming limitations in using English. The least used individual items were speaking and writing to others. The results also showed that proficiency level had a significant effect on strategy choice and use. In fact, the more proficient learners utilized more LLSs. Metacognitive strategies and cognitive strategies were used most frequently and memory strategies least frequently by more proficient learners. On the other hand, the less proficient learners preferred social and memory strategies to cognitive and metacognitive strategies. The findings also indicated that the more frequently strategies used by the more proficient learners were arranging and planning one's learning, using analytical and reasoning skills and practicing one's pronunciation and speaking.
A study by Yu and Wang (2009) was concerned with the LLS use of Chinese EFL secondary school students in Northeast China from the perspective of socio-cultural theory. Quantitative and qualitative methods were both utilized in this research. The results revealed that Chinese secondary school EFL learners utilized memory and cognitive strategies more than other types of strategies. Semi-structured interviews also showed that Chinese EFL learner strategy use was greatly influenced by the learning context, classroom practice and assessment. The researchers argue that the classroom practice currently in use in China and assessment methods do not help the EFL learners develop communicative competence and autonomous learning. They also strongly recommend that teaching be communication-oriented and student-centered in the implementation of the new English pedagogy in China.
Tsai, Ernst and Talley (2010) conducted a study to determine the relationship between L1 (Mandarin Chinese) and L2 (English) strategy use in L2 reading comprehension with a focus on the correlation of L1 reading ability, L2 proficiency and reading strategies. The participants of the study were 222 EFL undergraduates. They were grouped into skilled and less-skilled groups. Almost no difference of strategy use was confirmed between skilled and less-skilled readers in reading L1 material. However, the results confirmed that skilled readers use more strategies in L2 to improve their comprehension than less-skilled readers.
To sum up, several studies point to the importance of LLSs in language instruction (Zhang & Goh, 2006; Jinag & Smith, 2009 ). In the EFL contexts, language learners were mostly found to be medium strategy users and sometimes bordering on high strategy users (Riazi & Rahimi, 2005; Riazi, 2007) .
The present study was driven by four research questions: 4. What is the relationship between the participants' gender and their self-reported strategy use?
The Study
In what follows, the participants of the study along with the instrument and data collection and analysis procedures are explained.
Participants
Ninety-seven EFL undergraduates studying at Payame Noor University of Guilan, Rasht, Iran participated in the present study. There were 32 sophomores, 33 juniors, and 32 seniors. The mean age of the participating EFL learners was 22.01. Since the researchers did not have access to enough number of freshmen, the study was limited to other three levels. In terms of their gender, there were 30 males and 67 females in this study.
Instrument
A self-reported inventory, Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) (ESL/EFL Version) developed by Oxford (1990) , was used to determine the participants' perceived strategy use (see Appendix A). The SILL is a 50-question, self-rating survey for EFL learners. It examines the frequency of the strategy usage for L2 learning. SILL has six sections including memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective and social each of which aims at measuring one strategy type in particular. The scoring procedure of the inventory is given in Table 1 .
According to Ellis (1994) , Oxford's taxonomy of language learning strategies is the most comprehensive classification. The SILL has undergone significant revisions and has been translated into numerous languages, with multiple reliability and validity checks performed (Oxford & Burry-Stock, 1995) .
To ensure the reliability of the questionnaire, the present researchers ran Alpha Cronbach reliability analysis through SPSS 17.0. The reliability analysis revealed a coefficient of .807 which is indicative of the relatively high reliability of the questionnaire.
Data collection and data analysis procedures
The researchers distributed the SILL questionnaire among the participants in their class hour. The participants were first briefed about the purpose of the study and they were instructed to complete the questionnaire as prescribed. Meanwhile, the anonymity of the participating students was guaranteed.
The collected data were subjected to descriptive statistics based on Oxford's (1990) rating scheme for LLSs. The participants' responses to the items of the questionnaire were coded and analyzed for the pattern of strategy use. To determine the strategy use of the participants, descriptive statistics was used. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was also run to determine the differences among male and female students at various educational levels in terms of their perceived strategy use.
Findings and Results
To determine the participants' perceived strategy use, Oxford's (1990) rating scheme as presented in Table 1 was utilized. Table 2 summarizes the descriptive statistics of the participants' responses to the SILL items. Based on Oxford's (1990) rating scheme, the mean range of 2.5 to 3.4 means that the learners sometimes use strategies and they are labeled as 'medium strategy users'. As Table 2 reveals, the participants of the study are medium strategy users overall. The reported strategies which have the highest frequency are metacognitive, compensation, social, and cognitive strategies respectively. Memory and affective strategies are the least frequent ones.
In Table 3 , the perceived strategy use is given for male and female participants of the study for each strategy type. Table 3 reveals that male participants use cognitive, affective and compensation strategies more frequently. With regard to other strategy types, males and females are found to be very similar to each other.
Another variable under investigation is the educational level of the EFL learners. Table 4 summarizes the perceived strategy use of the participants at three educational levels under investigation. In terms of memory strategy, sophomores reported a slightly higher strategy use. Juniors tended to utilize more cognitive strategies. In addition, sophomores and juniors used more compensation strategies compared to their senior counterparts. In terms of metacognitive strategy use, juniors were the highest level followed by sophomores. Juniors were also higher than the participants at other two levels in terms of affective and social strategy use.
To ensure the statistical significances of the differences between male and female sophomore, junior and senior participants, ANOVA was run using SPSS 17.0. Table 5 shows the result of ANOVA for male and female participants. The result of ANOVA reveals that the differences between males and females are not statistically significant. As indicated in Table 5 , all significance levels are higher than 0.5 (critical level of alpha). Table 6 shows the results of ANOVA for the differences in participants' responses in terms of their educational level. As Table 6 shows, the differences between levels are significant for metacognitive strategy use only. For other types of strategy use, the difference is not statistically significant.
Post Hoc Scheffe test was run to determine the levels which are different from each other. Table 7 shows the result of the Post Hoc Scheffe test which shows the differences of the various levels in terms of metacognitive strategy use. Except for the difference between sophomores and juniors, the differences between sophomores and seniors and juniors and seniors are found to be statistically significant.
Conclusions
The first research question addresses the perceived use of LLSs by English majors. The present study reveals that the EFL learners under investigation are medium strategy users irrespective of their gender and educational level. This means that they sometimes use LLSs. This finding is line with the finding of Riazi and Rahimi (2005) who also found that EFL learners were medium strategy users.
The second research question is concerned with the LLSs most frequently used by male and female English majors. The reported LLSs which have the highest frequency are metacognitive, compensation, social, and cognitive strategies respectively. Memory and affective strategies are the least frequent ones. This finding partially confirms the findings of the study by Riazi and Rahimi (2005) . In both studies, metacognitive strategies are found to have the highest frequency. However, in the present study, social strategies have a higher frequency compared to what is indicated by Riazi and Rahimi (2005) . In the study by Lai (2009) , affective strategies were the least frequent strategies. This finding is also confirmed by the present research. Also, in Riazi's (2007) study, Arabic-speaking students majoring in English reported their perceived LLS use in the order of metacognitive, cognitive, compensation, social, memory, and affective respectively which is roughly in line with the findings of the present study.
With regard to the relationship between the participants' self-reported strategy use and their educational level, sophomores report a slightly higher use of memory strategy. However, juniors tend to employ more cognitive strategies whereas sophomores and juniors utilize more compensation strategies compared to their senior participants. Concerning metacognitive strategy use, juniors are found to be the highest followed by sophomores. In addition, in terms of affective and social strategy use, juniors are higher than their sophomore and senior counterparts. However, the result of ANOVA reveals that the differences between levels are significant for metacognitive strategy use only. Except for the difference between sophomores and juniors, the differences between sophomores and seniors and juniors and seniors are statistically significant. These findings confirm those of Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006) who found a curvilinear relationship between strategy use and English proficiency. Their study revealed that students in the intermediate level tended to use learning strategies more than beginning and advanced levels. In the present study, the average strategy use of juniors is almost higher than their sophomores and senior counterparts.
As for the relationship between the participants' gender and their self-reported strategy use, male EFL learners report a higher degree of strategy use in terms of cognitive, compensation and affective strategies. This is contrary to Hong-Nam and Leavell's (2006) study who found that females preferred to employ affective and social strategies more frequently than male learners. However, the result of ANOVA shows that gender differences are not statistically significant.
To sum up, this study highlight the significance of LLSs and also confirm that educational level is a determining factor in strategy use. Gender is also found to play a role although inferential statistics (ANOVA) does not confirm the role of gender conclusively. These findings are of significant pedagogical significance. The EFL instructors can make use of the findings of the present study and gear their strategy instruction toward students at various educational levels in order to maximize the efficiency of strategy use. Rubin, J. (1975 USUALLY NOT TRUE OF ME means that the statement is true less than half the time.
SOMEWHAT TRUE OF ME means that the statement is true of you about half the time.
USUALLY TRUE OF ME means that the statement is true more than half the time.
ALWAYS OR ALMOST ALWAYS TRUE OF ME means that the statement is true of you almost always. 
